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Final Draft: Your Pandemic Timeline
By Sofiya Vozyakova
March 9th, 2020. The first covid cases in Illinois had already taken place in the previous weeks 
and months (dating to the first confirmed covid case in the state - on January 24th). However, 
on March 9th, four additional cases were announced in Cook County, making the total number 
of confirmed cases 11. Today 11 covid cases in an entire state sound like a very optimistic 
number to me. But at the time, it felt quite ominous. I had been curiously following the covid 
developments, especially in the state and in the city of Chicago, for some time already. My 
family was back in Europe, and my grandparents in Russia, and I remember them being very 
cautioned about this new mysterious virus long before the WHO declared a pandemic on March 
11th, 2020. The first time my family insisted it was better for me to stay home and avoid 
crowded places was in January 2020. I was going to the Night of Ideas at the Field Museum, 
which was very exciting. The lockdown had happened soon after that, and I was happy I went. 
Either way, March 9th was the first time I have realized the speed at which this wave will 
continue to escalate, as it became clear that the number of cases doubled and tripled after the 
interactions.  
March 20th, 2020. The city of Chicago, under the orders of Gov. J.B. Pritzker, went into lock-
down. The governor issued a stay-at-home order for the state of Illinois that would last through 
at least April 7th. I felt that it was expected. And to me, it felt like a relief. Prior to that, I 
remember being in one of my classes. It was a presentation day in a big auditorium, and there 
was a very noticeable sense of anxiety and discomfort in the room. After groups of students 
presented, many casually drifted out of class. By the end of the class, most of the students that 
didn’t leave were anxiously checking their phones for news updates in the back rows, debating 
how soon Columbia College Chicago would cancel in-person classes. To me, the governor’s stay-
at-home order felt like a green light: you no longer had to hold your breath and could start 
making adjustments and taking protective measures. 
April 14th, 2020. I don’t recall April being a distinctive month except for that Governor J.B. 
Pritzker extended the lock-down. It made many people upset. I, however, was too anxious to be 
saddened by it and had devised a new daily routine that kept me happy being an introvert. On 
April 14th, AP reported that “Dr. Anthony Fauci, the government’s top infectious disease 
expert, said Tuesday that the U.S. does not yet have the critical testing and tracing procedures 
needed to begin reopening the nation’s economy.” That and the extreme spread abroad, in Asia 
and Europe, made staying home sound like the most logical thing there was to do. 
May 1st, 2020. May was an interesting time. On the 1st of the month, I believe Mayor Lori E. 
Lightfoot discussed with Governor JB Pritzker and concluded that all Chicagoans and Illinoisans 
must stay at home through at least May 30th, 2020. Initially, I think everyone was hoping we 
would see some “reopening” on May 10th, and it was very saddening that that was not the 
case. Nonetheless, it seemed that people were past the initial state of shock and were 
beginning to feel hopeful. Some of my friends and I caught up, and I even had a few interesting 
virtual dates. Most of all, it started getting warm, and all the neighborhood parks started filling 
up with a (socially distant) sense of community. I was going on daily walks at the time, and it 
was nice to be able to spend some time reading or listening to music at the park rather than 
sitting on the same old couch.
June 26th, 2020. Columbia College Chicago announced that they “are excited to be reopening 
campus June 26th to designated employees, on a full-time or part-time basis, in anticipation of 
welcoming back students for in-person instruction on Monday”. It seemed to be too soon at the 
time. Studying online most definitely had its challenges. It was especially hard in some classes 
more than others - like marine biology, which I took in the spring (writing lab reports by 
watching videos of people dissecting sea creatures is one of the most tedious and depressing 
things I have done). But Chicago was reopening, and many younger people were thrilled to be 
out. However, being “out” in the city, for me, looked like getting a drink with a friend - 
outdoors, in the breeze, when I felt comfortable. It was entirely different from routinely being 
inside for hours with dozens of other students (who, by the way, are probably complete 
strangers). The readjustments and the reopening that the university was going through - 
seemed confusing and left me feeling a bit anxious.
July 9th, 2020. As an international student, this was one of the most challenging and frustrating 
moments of the year for me. Columbia College Chicago, among other universities and news 
agencies, announced that “Earlier this week the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) announced that international students would not be allowed to be or stay in the country if 
they are solely taking courses online this fall. International students must take a mix of face-to-
face, hybrid, and online courses to comply with the new regulation; those students who fail to 
comply with this guidance may face deportation.” It was deeply hurtful to hear that. The reality 
was that not only you had to take more health risks and put effort into getting into the still 
limited number of on-campus classes. But also, that many, many people with student visas who 
left the country for that reason or to be with their family’s had their visas annulled. Renewing 
those visas was incredibly challenging during the pandemic - many gov agencies increased 
processing times, and embassies were closed. Meanwhile, the international students bring the 
most profit to the US institutions of higher education and agree to living under more limitations 
than any other student could imagine (e.g., limited hours of work, which one is only allowed to 
have on campus, which is also predominantly given to local students).
August 1st, 2020. It was a wonderful time in Chicago. Most restaurants and bars have 
reopened, and people were making the most out of the post-lock-down world. The daily 
number of cases remained below the mid-May peak. It was wonderful to see so much 
resilience. My most incredible vocal coach was at the time 85, I believe, and had just found a 
way to throw weekly virtual jazz concerts with other musicians and also go back to teaching 
classes. People were collaborating from different cities, playing instruments from their living 
rooms and balconies. It felt inspiring to see artists embrace the situation in a way that brought 
people together as a community and also in a way that raised funds for a charity “music on the 
inside” that they supported. I started going to these virtual concerts every Sunday, and I 
enjoyed them for a while!
September 8th, 2020. On that day, news delivered some encouraging updates: The United 
States reported less than 25,000 daily cases for the first time since June. For the first time since 
the beginning of the pandemic, I felt as though there had finally been enough studies and 
collected information to make properly informed decisions. More and more organizations and 
industries were coming up with covid guidelines - and before we knew it, so did the film 
industry. It was fascinating. I found an article that described the new filming covid guidelines 
released in Britain and were starting to be implemented on shows, like “The Witcher,” I believe. 
Some of their preventative measures seemed very optimistic – like separating not only film 
departments into ‘bubbles’ socially, but also attempting to separate the physical space on the 
set based on the ‘bubbles.’  I thought, “wow, this is crazy… Some of it has to work through”.
October 2nd, 2020. It was a beautiful day for not very beautiful reasons. My initially concerned 
parents were perfectly cautious for the first few months of the pandemic. But you see, after a 
short while, like unfortunately many others, they decided they were bored and invincible. In 
many ways, President Trump had been downplaying the seriousness of the virus was an 
excellent excuse for that boredom and thoughtlessness. Now and again, someone would say, 
“But Trump is touring the country and meeting people, and he’s fine. Pssst. It’s all a ….hoax.”. 
On October 2nd President Donald Trump and the First Lady tested positive for COVID-19, 
among other officials, during the White House Outbreak. It was fascinating. 
November 5th, 2020. In November, people were starting to talk more and more about the next 
wave of the pandemic and the severity it could have at a time of the seasonal flu. The good 
weather lasted quite a while that year, and I think it was still warm enough in October - but 
November was starting to bring out the Chicago cold. On November 5th, Illinois set a new 
record. The number of new cases was 9,935, which topped the previous record by more than 
2,000. My friends and I were still getting together. I didn’t feel comfortable being around more 
than a few people until later in spring 2021, but at the time, friends and I were still trying to get 
together to play board games or bake. I think I baked a pumpkin pie for the first time back then, 
and it took four whole hours, which was mind-blowing.
December 2nd, 2020. December was a difficult time for so many people. Tensions were running 
high between friends and family members. It has been ten months since the beginning of the 
pandemic - when under the old administration, everyone was told “the lock-down would last a 
month” and then later that “everything would be back to normal in the fall.” It was the holiday 
season, and though the people were urged to stay careful and not travel, unfortunately, Illinois 
saw the highest spike of the daily average for deaths in the entire pandemic (even higher than 
the peak in mid-May). On December 2nd, there were 238 reported COVID-caused deaths. That 
was the highest number than on any other day since the pandemic began. In the midst of that, 
people were traveling. Some traveled to see their families and others for tourism. The absolute 
polarity of the situation was a lot to take in.
January 4th, 2021. It was the very first time I had traveled since January 2020. A friend and I set 
out to stay at a cabin at the starved rock national park for a long weekend. It turned out to be a 
very fun and memorable adventure. We went hiking during the first two days and watched 
movies in the evenings. The nature was incredible. Everything was frozen, and I think it was the 
most snow I had ever seen. Besides, people don’t always realize, but seeing small American 
towns like Ottawa in person can be enjoyable when you’re coming from Europe. It’s like seeing 
a yellow school bus for the first time - after only seeing those in movies during your entire 
childhood. More so, more and more medical professionals and essential frontline workers were 
starting to get vaccinated, and it seemed as though soon it would become an option for other 
people as well. 
February 3rd, 2021. It was an interesting time. The winter blues haven’t quite lifted yet, and 
people we’re still struggling to find ways to cope with the isolation and being stuck at home. 
The weather had no doubt always played a role in people’s lives, but it had become much more 
crucial during the pandemic. People could go for outside dining in good weather. A lot of 
people took up jogging. Parks turned into places for communities. In the bad weather, however, 
enjoying your time took more motivation and creativity. Nonetheless - it seemed the vaccines 
were gaining momentum, and science was on the right track! AstraZeneca has started being 
distributed in the UK, and the studies showed that it was 76% effective at preventing infections 
even only after the first dose. The second dose proved to increase the vaccine’s efficiency to 
82.4%.
March 11th, 2021. The world received a confirmation of what everyone was already guessing. 
Not only did we now know that the Trump administration failed to take quick and considerable 
action when it learned about the virus and was warned of how dangerous it could be. A poll by 
PBS NewsHour/NPR/Marist had also shown that 49% of Republican men said they would not be 
getting COVID-19 vaccines, while 87% of Democrats said that if they haven’t gotten a vaccine 
already, they intend to as soon as it becomes available. It felt as though Trump’s undermining 
the pandemic’s seriousness, personally not taking precautions recommended by the CDC, and 
the silly finger-pointing at China and other countries had a clear connection to the course that 
the pandemic has taken in the US and would cost many more people their lives.
April 20th, 2021. I had boarded a plane for the first time since Jan 2020. Prior to the pandemic, 
I was a relatively frequent traveler. Growing up, my family lived in 5 different countries, and 
traveling was definitely a big part of the “normal” that I was used to. However, even once 
people started traveling in the pandemic, I was very reluctant. I wanted to wait until I could get 
vaccinated and until the situation around the world got better. I had been reading stories about 
the thousands of people that went to stay out of the cities and how much trouble that created 
for the smaller towns and towns with less funding whose hospitals and resources were already 
at capacity. It seemed inconsiderate. However, the situation in California had gotten 
significantly better by March, and I felt that if I waited longer to go for the meeting that I had 
and go apartment hunting, I might wait too long. By then, something else, like another surge, 
could happen.
May 5th, 2021. I believe that was the day that I got vaccinated with my first dose of Pfizer. I 
was anxious in anticipation for weeks at that point. The moment I heard the news that the city 
of Chicago has now opened the vaccinations for adults and young people, I think I dropped 
everything and went online to figure out how to get an appointment. It was very discouraging 
at first. I tried to make an appointment through pharmacies like CVS and also websites like 
ZocDoc. I spent some time doing that with no luck at all - by the time I would finish answering 
all the questions, I would get a message that there are either no appointments left available or 
that there was an issue with my international student insurance being accepted (provided by 
college). But then I thought of calling my primary physician’s office, and the assistant helped me 
schedule an appointment right away. 
June 1st, 2021. On that day, I had officially moved into my new apartment in Los Angeles. It was 
a hectic move, but I suppose that’s just what moving to another state by yourself is like. Mostly 
everything worked out pretty well. Moving out took longer than I thought, but I got to spend 
the whole day with my friends who were helping me, and I’m glad we had that time to say 
goodbye. It was my second time flying during the pandemic, and I was fully vaccinated, which 
made me feel enormously less anxious about being on a plane. It was also the very first day of 
my summer classes despite every Columbia College Chicago’s calendar indicating that the 
semester didn’t start until June 12th. Thank you, dear college, for giving me no warning - other 
than my schedule. It feels as though I’ve spent the rest of the semester playing catch-up.
July 25th, 2021. Among other news outlets, CNN had released a story titled with something on 
the lines of “The pandemic is ‘spiraling out of control’ due to unvaccinated people, Trump 
administration official says.” In recent weeks it seems as though social media, too, became 
flooded with people posting about how bad the situation is becoming again, particularly in 
hospitals. Yesterday I read a heartbreaking post by a woman whose cancer surgery just got 
canceled indefinitely due to rising hospitalizations. According to the news - most people getting 
hospitalized are unvaccinated, and many of them are young and healthy. There are also only 
49% of the people in the US that have been vaccinated. After a year of this struggle, it is so 
devastating to hear that more variants could emerge, and more people could die because of 
human carelessness and unnecessary defiance.
